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Department Releases Garden Valley Study 
Recommends Re-Surfacing of Asbestos Containing Roads 

 
Sacramento --- Citing an elevated health risk associated with airborne asbestos from unpaved 
roads and driveways, the California Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) today 
released its findings from a scientific study and recommended that roads and driveways covered 
with serpentine gravel, which may contain naturally occurring asbestos, be resurfaced. 
  
The study, conducted in Garden Valley by DTSC with the assistance of the U.S. Department of 
Transportation, John Volpe National Transportation Systems Center (Volpe Center) and the 
California Office of Environmental Heath Hazard Assessment (OEHHA), concluded that airborne 
asbestos generated from vehicle traffic may pose a significant health risk and that resurfacing the 
roadway substantially reduces the amount of asbestos in the air. 
 
The road used in the study was resurfaced and the results showed that airborne asbestos 
concentrations were reduced by an average of 98%. 
 
“It is our hope that this study and its conclusions will assist landowners and local governments in 
maintaining public and private roads that contain asbestos rock in a manner that reduces virtually 
all risks,” said B.B. Blevins, DTSC Director. 
 
Details of the study are available on the DTSC Web site in a final report titled, “Study of Airborne 
Asbestos from a Serpentine Roadway in Garden Valley, California” at 
http://www.dtsc.ca.gov/SiteCleanup/Garden_Valley/index.html. 
 
DTSC and Volpe Center conducted the study to measure the level of airborne asbestos fibers 
released under two simulated traffic patterns on a serpentine gravel covered road – known to 
contain asbestos.  In the summer of 2002, DTSC conducted air sampling while simulating “no 
traffic,” “typical” and “maximum” traffic conditions.  Ten vehicles per hour running at 10 miles per 
hour (mph) were selected as a “typical” traffic condition and 30 vehicles per hour running at 25 
mph were selected as a “maximum” traffic condition. 
 
As part of the study, a human health risk assessment was completed by OEHHA and is a part of 
the DTSC report.  A health risk assessment is a tool used by environmental agencies to determine 
the level of threat associated with an environmental condition.  Conservative exposure 
assumptions are typically used (such as the person is exposed continuously for a lifetime) so that 
the risk is not underestimated.   
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The risk assessment for cancer causing substances estimates the increase in number of cancers 
in a large hypothetical population and does not predict increased cancer risk for an individual.  The 
risk from similar roads will depend on actual exposure conditions.   
 
The health risk assessment for the study, which was based on measurements of airborne asbestos 
generated by simulated traffic conditions prior to resurfacing of the road: 

• Looked at the risk of cancer from asbestos; 
• Estimated significant additional risk of cancer in a hypothetically exposed person from 5 feet 

to 190 feet from the road; 
• Estimated for the typical scenario (10 vehicles per hour at 10 mph) with 70 years exposure, 

16 hours per day at 5 feet from the road, an additional lifetime cancer risk of 3 in 1,000 and; 
• Estimated for the same scenario for a person 190 feet from the road an additional cancer 

risk of 3 in 100,000 
 
In the summer of 2003, the road was resurfaced with a four-inch limestone aggregate cover.  
Another air study was conducted using the same traffic conditions.  The results showed that 
airborne asbestos concentrations were effectively reduced by an average of 98%. 
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The Department of Toxic Substances Control’s mission is to restore, protect, and enhance 
the environment and ensure public health, environmental quality and economic vitality by 

regulating hazardous waste, conducting and overseeing cleanups, and developing and 
promoting pollution prevention. 
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